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Abstract 
The extent to which human migration has grown over the last two decades partially reflects the strategic approach that some 
countries have taken to address shortages in skills and expertise.  Evidence suggests that migrants are however often 
underutilised or underachieve, leading to a sub-optimal outcome and often a result of the human capital recognition deficit, both 
by the migrant and the country of destination. The deficit is partly driven by the range of difficulties associated with workplace 
integration and acculturation, arguably part of the extensive range of losses experienced by migrants.  This paper postulates the 
argument that a timely and appropriate intervention in the workplace integration process will alleviate the human capital 
recognition deficit and allow migrants to make a more significant contribution to the workplace in a shorter period of time. This 
paper reflects on experiences reported by South African migrants in Australia.  It focusses on the narrative of workplace exposure 
and identifies three major groupings.  First there is the overall experience of ‘not knowing’, followed by a willingness to tackle 
the ‘new and difficult environment’.  Finally respondents report a capability to ‘respond’, and in a sense outperform their 
perceived diminished human capital value.  Overall the paper confirms that the experiences of South African migrants in 
Australia mirror experiences reported in other migration studies.  Personal observations and comments in the study do however 
confirm the benefits that an employer based support system holds in minimizing the human capital deficit. In recent times human 
migration has assumed significant proportions, to the extent that by 2008 approximately three (3) per cent of the world 
population were considered migrants (Enderwick et al. 2011). While many factors facilitate global migration those countries that 
recognised its potential as a source of economic growth and development have also fuelled it. Through a combination of pull 
factors, including prominent government migration policies, countries such as the United States of America, Canada, New 
Zealand and Australia have succeeded in attracting significant numbers of skilled migrants to their shores. It is now generally 
accepted that these countries have benefitted substantially from immigration.  
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Paradoxically, in what is regarded as a universal experience (cf. Schittelhelm & Schmidtke, 2010), the benefits 
derived from inbound immigration especially skilled migration into high income and industrialised economies are 
often sub-par and haphazard. Despite a growing involvement and intensified competition among governments to 
recruit the 'best minds' (Schittelhelm & Schmidtke, 2010) i.e. highly skilled and educated migrants, there is little or 
no assurance that migrants will be productively employed. The latter is often evident when contrasting the economic 
performance of immigrants with that of host country citizens (non-immigrants). Büchel and Frick (2003) fairly 
recently argued that evidence of an effective immigration policy should manifest in non-significant differences 
between the income levels of these two groups. In an elaborate study contrasting the economic performance of 
immigrants and the indigenous workforces of Great Britain, West Germany, Denmark, Luxembourg, Ireland, Italy, 
Spain and Austria, the authors concluded that the performance of immigrants, economically speaking, is 
substantially below that of the indigenous workforce in the host countries (Büchel & Frick, 2003). Income levels, 
however, are but one indicator - another being the underutilisation of migrant skills in the host country - what 
Mattoo, Neagu and Özden (2008) refers to as 'brain waste'. In some quarters it is argued that this outcome reflects 
the inability of companies to exploit the advantages that migrants offer (Watts & Trin, 2000). Despite governments’ 
often-substantial investments in immigration support, this trend of less-than-expected outcomes appears to persist 
(cf. Bernardi, Garrido & Miyar, 2010; Kogan, 2010).   
While reasons for this ‘underutilisation’ and ‘underachievement’ phenomenon understandably abound, they usually 
comprise a complex composite of migrant heritage culture (diversity, nature), the nature of migrant human capital, 
and recipient/host country immigration policies, labour market and socio-political dynamics. When viewed from a 
human capital perspective, the problem can be selectively reduced, essentially, to a human capital mismatch in 
which the human capital integral to migrant labour is often misjudged or not acknowledged* (a recognition deficit). 
The result is an (unexpectedly) sub-par contribution. Highly skilled immigrants, theoretically, should settle in and 
perform to expectation, but ultimately do not.  
 
Human capital recognition deficit 
 
The recognition deficit, in part, may be a consequence of the strong value that host country labour markets place on 
local qualifications and experience (Enderwick, Tung & Chung, 2011) and companies’ focused search for 
specialised knowledge in specific fields or areas rather than more general education (Godin, 2008). Immigrants, 
accordingly, are labelled as lacking relevant work experience, displaying poor language and social skills, and in this 
way perpetuate both the perception and reality of depreciated human capital (Selvarajah & Masli, 2011). Language 
proficiency performs a particularly insidious role in the substandard assessment of human capital and may correlate 
with progress in labour markets (Essen, 2006), apart from the fact that it performs a crucial role in promoting social 
assimilation (Dustmann, 1995). From this vantage point recent migrants are likely to operate at a discounted value 
of human capital.   
An alternative, and likely complementary perspective, is that migrants present with human capital that are not fully 
transferable (Clydesdale, 2011; Mattoo, et al., 2008). Educational qualifications gained in a country other than the 
recipient/host country may not be formally recognised, reducing its value and relevance (Kogan, 2010). The 
recognition deficit, however, may develop in the wake of delays brought about by statutory and or regulatory 
obstacles (bureaucratic impediments - Bernardi et al., 2010) that constrain the migrant's entry at an appropriate level, 
into the labour market; or at gaining access to specific occupations or industries; and efforts at 'requalifying' or 
attaining formal recognition of qualifications. Practical consequences of such delays are that migrants, who have to 
start afresh and re-establish primarily economic, but also social and family foundations, are likely to take up their 
first employment in roles/jobs that are likely to be at odds with their pre-migration socio-occupational standing 
(Godin, 2008). This in itself may be perceived by host country representatives as migrants, themselves, invalidating 
their human capital.   
It is of course particularly likely that employers and/or or other workforce-related institutions in the host country 
 
 
* Human capital in this sense refers essentially to formal schooling/education - manifest in some form of 'qualification', 
formal job-relevant training (both on and off the job) and work experience (cf. Chiswick & Miller, 2009). 
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may form an impression of, or assess, migrant human capital when migrants are prone to portray their implicit 
human capital in the least attractive manner i.e. when in the midst of the acculturation and social adjustment process. 
It is during this process that most migrants invariably suffer extensive losses e.g. the loss of culture, identity, 
significant personal relations, professional connections, 'mother tongue' to name a few (Tannenbaum, 2007). 
 
Acculturation and workplace integration 
 
The acculturation process is most often described in terms of the reciprocal culture change processes that follow 
from the direct and repeated contact between people of two or more different cultures (cf. Berry, 2001; Dere, Ryder 
and Kirmayer, 2010) and is of course a profoundly challenging and demanding experience. An array of factors and 
considerations contribute, in varying degrees, to the successful acculturation and adjustment of the migrant to 
his/her new context and country. These include, among other, a biculturalism aptitude (Schwarz & Unger, 2010), 
cultural similarity (Dustmann, 1995), demographics including age, family status, region of residence and arrival year 
(Bernardi et al., 2010; Kogan, 2010), level of education (Gubhaju & De Jong, 2009), language (Chiswick & Miller, 
2009), prior knowledge of the host/recipient country and culture (Dustmann, 1995), personal identity (Tannenbaum, 
2007).  
Of significance, is that the work setting and more specifically continued exposure to, and social interaction in a 
professional work environment, is bound to expedite social and cultural integration (Dustmann, 1995). 
Understandably, immigration policies, labour market structure, regulation, and recognition of ethnic community 
networks will emerge as important mechanisms for assisting with labour force and workplace integration and hence 
promoting acculturation (cf. Bernardi et al., 2010). However, the range of drivers informing the ‘recognition deficit’ 
that characterises perceptions and assessments of migrant human capital, seems to suggest a disconnect between the 
social and economic integration of migrants, thus minimising the prospect of mutually reinforcing (positive) 
adjustment experiences and the promise of a retarded rather than an expedited acculturation process.  
Entry into, and effective labour market integration in itself poses challenges to the migrant and the employer. The 
migrant’s 'outsider' status (Toh & Quinlan, 2009) and the novelty of the foreign labour environment, the absence of 
social (work) networks, the questioning of credentials and pre-migration work experience, workplace 
discrimination, as well as the various policies and regulations that govern the flow of labour (cf. Godin, 2008), 
suggest a significant coping requirement. The workplace in effect becomes a contact zone for cultural exposure 
(Citrin et al., 2001) from which multicultural maturity and consequently improved integration will develop 
(Phinney, 2010). However, the success or failure of highly skilled migrants', inclusion into the host country labour 
markets hinges, crucially, on the recognition that this is '...a long process in which cultural capital is evaluated over 
time' (Schittelhelm & Schmidtke, 2010, 142). Migrants will, eventually, adjust to labour market requirements 
(Dustmann, 1995) and secure jobs consistent with their pre-migration socio-occupational status (Godin, 2008), 
suggesting their upward progression in the labour market and full economic participation after an extended tenure in 
the host country (Clydesdale, 2011, Kogan, 2010).  
 
Focus of the research 
 
Notwithstanding the substantial research on immigration and migrants, knowledge deficits remain, among other, in 
the areas of the acculturation experience and realities of migrants (Schwarz and Unger, 2010), government policies 
(Enderwick et al., 2011), the inter-relations between citizenship and immigration, attitudes towards immigration and 
migrants, the career progression and obstacles of migrants, the specific circumstances and contexts that determine 
whether migration will have positive and negative consequences, and the need for in-depth research on the 
motivating factors that drive migration at an organisational and country level.   
Embedded in these considerations, is the need to comprehensively understand migrants’ workplace adjustment in 
relation to their social integration and acculturation - especially if stakeholders' expectations in terms of migrants’ 
human capital and productivity are to be met. With gainful employment being a partial but crucial step towards 
achieving full migrant participation in the host society (IOM, 2011), a deeper understanding of the considerations 
and contexts that facilitate or constrain workplace adjustment and the shortfall in migrant workplace performance, is 
clearly needed. This, however, is also indicated by the need to realise an optimum economic contribution by 
migrants sooner rather than later (the latter being the norm). From a government, industry and institutional 
perspective, but certainly also from a societal and humanitarian vantage point the current cost-benefit equation 
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seems untenable... an appropriate return on the investment in migrant human capital will be secured but over an 
extraordinary period of time (often materialising only at the level of second-generation migrants) and consequently 
at an excessive economic and social cost. This is the central premise and launch platform for the current research 
project.  
The research ultimately aims to contribute to the workplace adjustment of migrants and consequently their effective 
participation in the labour market of the host country. It will do so by initially engaging migrants to Australia, 
hailing from several, diverse heritage cultures, in order to shed light on those drivers, factor conditions, and related 
contextual considerations that may constrain or expedite the workplace adjustment and absorption of the migrant in 
the host country. To this end, probing accounts of the migration experience of migrants from China, India, 
Singapore, South Africa and the United Kingdom are pursued. This paper, more specifically, reports initial 
observations for the South African migrant cohort. 
 
 
Methodology 
 
As indicated, most facets of the individual migrant experience remain obscure and/or unknown, which suggest a 
strong need for further exploratory and descriptive research. An interpretive research paradigm consequently served 
as the guiding framework for conceptualising this study as primarily phenomenological in nature, with its associated 
qualitative research methods. The current study set out to secure a deep, rich understanding of the essential truths 
underlying the immigration experience of South African migrants to Australia. The specific phenomenon of interest 
explored in this study, deals with how South African migrants secured, settled in and experienced their first 
employment in the host country. In this regard the research is consistent with many of the typical approaches to 
phenomenological research currently in use (cf. Langbridge, 2008; Selvarajah and Masli, 2011). The research probes 
the respondent's sense making of the migration experience... the salient features, contextual considerations, and 
dynamics, but also the perceptions, emotions and memories, and actions as articulated in the migrant's ‘story’ from 
pre-migration to absorption into the host country labour market (cf. Tannenbaum, 2007).  
Purposive sampling followed by ‘snowballing’ secured 17 South African respondents who migrated to Australia less 
than a decade ago. All were primary or joint decision makers in the migration exercise and first time migrants (see 
Table 1). This small South African cohort is essentially a socially stable (married), mature (median age of 46), 
‘qualified’ and actively employed group (except for two retirees). It is noteworthy that all respondents were familiar 
with the host country prior to migration (all had previously visited) and a substantial majority confirm alignment 
between pre- and post-migration roles and occupations. Self-reported integration ratings merely suggest more 
balanced integration is associated with longer periods of residency in Australia.   
These respondents were fully briefed of all aspects of the research, their rights and choices affirmed, and informed 
consent secured before data was gathered. The latter was accomplished through semi-structured interviews that were 
recorded. Unlike formal written surveys, interviews constitute a dynamic window, in this instance on the rich and 
deep experiential world of the migrant. In such circumstances every bit of narrative has significance, which has to be 
captured accurately. An interview schedule comprising a series of carefully sequenced open-ended questions guided 
both the structure and process of interviewing migrants and ensured a measure of equivalence among interview data. 
Questions required respondents to systematically recount their migration experiences from first arrival through the 
settling-in period to their current experience of their adopted country, covering also social and workplace adjustment 
dynamics. Interview data were transcribed verbatim, and after several 'passes through the data' subjected to basic 
content analysis, from which key themes were extracted. The main themes so identified and the implications for 
institutional management and ongoing research or briefly considered.  
 
Findings and Implications 
 
Interviews with the South African migrant cohort engaged in this study revealed work and the new Australian 
workplace as a fundamentally important and central focus in their vast immigration and acculturation experience. 
Several salient themes emerged from content analysis, portraying the initial search for, securing and settling in to a 
specific employment opportunity i.e. workplace adjustment and later integration into the Australian labour force, as 
a particularly challenging process that entailed, among other, coming to terms with a devaluation of their credentials 
(implicit human capital) and discovering that pre-existing mindsets of work and workplace do not transfer to the 
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Australian work setting. All respondents engaged however also indicate an implicit resilience and a recommitment 
to their occupations despite initial setbacks. The richness of this experience is presented thematically in the 
discussion that ensues.  
It focusses on delivering a narrative and storyline of South African immigrants seeking to progress their careers and 
working lives in Australia.  As stated earlier, literature (Dustman 1995, Godin 2008) argues that social integration 
takes place separately from economic integration, therefore justifying the focus on the employment process and 
experience as a distinct aspect of overall migration.   
Work and workplace as central focus and arena of adjustment and challenge   
The focus on the job environment is deemed crucial both from the perspective that most migrants either migrated 
in the skilled migrant category or on the Australian employer sponsored visa, implying a high level of a desired skill 
unavailable in the Australian labour market at the time.  A number of respondents pointed out the importance of 
work when asked to identify challenges upon arrival in Australia. 
“The place where I spend most of my time is my workplace, I think that is where it’s most prominent to me..”, 
(SA010); 
“…for me personally the major challenge would have been in the working environment, having moved countries…”, 
(SA013); 
“… and I was concerned about finding a job, just the financial implications of going back a few years…”, (SA014); 
“Occupation wise I struggled to get work the first year because my qualifications being in the middle and nobody 
explained to me what I needed to get a job here, so it was very frustrating not to get work …” (SA008).  
 
‘Not knowing ': Uncertainty associated with knowledge deficits in all terrains   
Not knowing: A new country and a new reality 
For respondents that came without a job in hand this reality was even harsher as evidenced by statements along the 
lines of: 
“To get a work was difficult because I did not have any qualifications, my experience did not count and the fact that 
I am older counted against me”, (SA007); 
“When I got here I thought well this is the land of opportunity and then when I tried to find a job I couldn’t find a 
job … I couldn’t understand”, (SA017); 
“… we thought that he would be able to start a business here and that the reality check set in…” (SA015).. 
 
Not knowing: no people networks as reference points 
“… but I got here and I knew nobody … but now after five years I can say I’m reasonably okay with what I know, 
who I know etc.”, (SA013); 
“You know there is frustration in that in that sense not knowing, not having anybody to talk to, not having anything 
to fall back onto, not having anything to base it on, you know, you feel like you are on your own …” (SA008). 
 
Not knowing: new knowledge areas 
The migration into the Australian workforce does not translate into a progression of careers in that respondents who 
migrated with a job in hand indicate that the necessity to become familiar with the relevant industry dynamics, 
regulations and terminology also implies a starting from scratch position.  As pointed out by Godin (2008) the lack 
of specialised knowledge in specific areas was expressed as follows: 
“… But, coming to Australia I thought I could just continue where I left off …. You’ve actually lost some things as 
well and that’s when you start going downhill a bit I think…”, (SA015); 
“I meant the challenge for me was … to up skill myself, to open up and learn a whole new field … I did have to 
learn an entire new system, education system, legal system and new jurisdiction …”, (SA016); 
“… for me was a bit of an issue to make sure that I get familiar with the commercial terms and conditions of the 
contracts that I will need to deal with and how that will differ from what I was used to up to that point.”(SA012). 
 
Not knowing: Operating paradigms becomes inoperative 
In some instances the respondents expressed a strong sense of differences in work environment to the extent that 
aspects were incomprehensible, echoing findings by Zeira (1976) and Chang (1985).  Statements confirming this 
include: 
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“I was struggling to come to grips why they do things a certain way and what I’m doing wrong and things like that 
start to realise and you think, well, what’s wrong.  You realise something is wrong but you don’t quite know what..”, 
(SA015); 
“I think for me the most frustrating thing is the workplace because I don’t have a handle on how to resolve it.  I 
can’t figure it out!”, (SA010); 
“(in South Africa) I had full access to that and where things were being discussed, and I don’t even know how it 
works here even after four and a half years at …” (SA013). 
 
A new and difficult (work) environment 
New and difficult: First employment  
As argued in literature (Godin, 2008, Kogan 2010), not surprisingly a number of migrants were willing to accept an 
initial employment under less than ideal conditions for various reasons, sometimes a poor understanding of the 
actual working conditions, sometimes an intent to get some Australian experience under the belt.  Examples of this 
behaviour include: 
“…she could not get, in the beginning, she could not get a good work for an engineer,  At the beginning she started 
with an air-conditioning place for two weeks and then she said no ways and she started with another place which 
was better and she went all right…”, (SA004); 
“…I found that working in that environment meant travelling away from home and spending extended periods of 
time away from home and that did not work out for me very well … I decided that making a career change would 
ensure that I lived and worked in the same city” (spent 20 months in the first job), (SA001); 
“I would have been on a drive in drive out roster, so there would be periods where I would be away from home … 
that never even popped it’s head above the water in my previous (South African) career.”, (SA011); 
“…I decided to do 10 days of relief teaching, just to get some experience here (in Australia)…”, (SA014); 
“…I accepted that after two months and I thought ‘OK, I’m not here for long so I wasn’t going to let them affect me 
and just carried on…”, (SA017); 
“…building up a work repertoire in Australia … shows the next employer that you understand enough about the 
rules and conditions and so forth.” (SA002). 
 
New and difficult: The human capital recognition deficit  
More prominently and along similar lines in identifying challenges in migrating to Australia seven of the seventeen 
respondents referred to the reality of ‘starting from scratch’.  Although the references in having to restart a life in 
another country also occurred in non-work related areas it was prominent in work related references and included 
remarks such as: 
“… actually in a worse start position than where I was (in South Africa)”, (SA002); 
“… coming here you’re at the bottom of the ladder again and have to start working your way up again.”, (SA010); 
“… not an understanding of what you have already achieved and you feel like you’ve got to start from scratch in 
Australia.”, (SA001); 
“… what frustrates me is a lot of people have to start from the bottom.  When you come here and then work your 
way up…” (SA017). 
 
New and difficult: Contending with being a newcomer and an outsider  
In addition, in line with Tannenbaum’s (2007) findings, the notion of being a newcomer to the environment and 
subsequent absence of established networks further pinpoint the need to also start this aspect from scratch.   A 
number of respondents deplored the loss of track record, recognition, reputation and acknowledgement of their 
skills.  This is evidenced in statements such as: 
“… for me it was about re-establishing myself in the working market, compared to where I was already well 
established in South Africa, and everyone knew what I could deliver … nobody knows what you are capable of…”, 
(SA001); 
“… I somehow had this perception that I have to prove myself to make it work”, (SA011); 
“… at the end of the day they start to see your value and they start to trust you more and more …”, (SA002); 
“… but I got here and I knew nobody … but now after five years I can say I’m reasonably okay with what I know, 
who I know etc.”, (SA013); 
“I have not had that opportunity yet where someone will look at my resume and say to me ‘OK, I will give you a 
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chance, we’ll take a chance on you’”, (SA017); 
“You know there is frustration in that in that sense not knowing, not having anybody to talk to, not having anything 
to fall back onto, not having anything to base it on, you know, you feel like you are on your own …” (SA008). 
 
‘Outperforming’ through responding: resolve, refocus, resources and reclaim 
Responding: Confidence and resolve 
Despite the underlying notion of restarting a career and re-establishing a professional presence respondents overall 
did not consider this an insurmountable obstacle.  On the contrary, respondents expressed a peculiar level of 
confidence in their ability to overcome this adversity, partly based on their belief that their experience and 
subsequent skill set is transferrable in the following sense: 
“… I was confident that I would get a job eventually…”, (SA016); 
“… I just have to bring my side and show them I can do it which is not difficult…”, (SA007); 
“ .. to me business analysis and business planning, the concepts, whether you are in South Africa, Australia, 
Canada, whichever country you are in, I mean mining is mining, the principles that apply in South Africa will apply 
here and do apply here … “ (SA010). 
 
Responding: Refocussing and recommitting 
The relative confidence is most likely a function of the realization and commitment to invest extra effort in the new 
employment environment as expressed through: 
“… you need to work hard and be ruthless to get ahead… ”, (SA011); 
“… We had to make it work and that drove us to make sure that for me, my performance at work must be of a high 
standard … to make a mark, make a difference, to be valuable you tend to do a bit more than the average Aussie … 
”, (SA012); 
“… to make sure that we make it and in doing so you do more than what is expected of you …”, (SA014); 
“… I had to cope with it and at the end of the day I managed myself through all of that and just put it behind me and 
do what you know you do best … “, (SA002); 
“…I’m prepared to put myself out there and go to places where most of the younger boys are not willing to go … 
because of my attitude, I do not mind working, I do not mind putting my mind on the job…” (SA006). 
 
Responding: Own human capital as primary resource 
In addition, the relative confidence is likely to also be a function of extensive experience in a work environment that 
is deemed to mostly be similar and transferable.  Statements to this effect include: 
“I’ve been at a great advantage and I suppose because of that I’ve been able to use my prior knowledge and 
experience to … I did come with experience, I was already active … so could play a more constructive, active role 
…”, (SA016); 
“It’s very comparable, it’s very similar … and similar to what I have experienced and what has been expected here 
…”, (SA009); 
“ I was actually the most experienced and most senior person in that group of the company … “, (SA002); 
 “ I had my own construction company in South Africa so I pretty much understood what went into a project behind 
the scenes which gave me a huge benefit I think compared to someone that sees the project only from a client 
perspective …”, (SA012); 
“… I could use my transferable skills and knowledge and resources and my qualifications to up skill myself …”, 
(SA016); 
“Because to some extent the country needs me because my skills are on the shortage list.  They cannot do without 
migrants so that Australia is dependent on my skills.” (SA012). 
 
Responding: Reclaiming lost ground (status, etc.) 
Finally, confirming extant literature (Dustman 1995, Clydesdale, 2011) it appears that over time, as migrant 
establish themselves and become accustomed to their new environment, the lost value is recouped through reaching 
a comparable or improved position and set of abilities in the workforce.  
“… you establish yourself, you get into the whole motion to get to know the Australian way of project execution … 
“, (SA012); 
“… it was a challenge to get myself back into the position I was when I left the country (South Africa)…”, (SA013); 
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“… I think it helped in the process of me establishing a reputation whereby the employer recognised it and it helped 
us financially over the past three and a half years … ”, (SA015); 
“… and I’ve been able to work myself back into a (role equivalent to the one held pre migration).  So eventually got 
to the place where I left off in South Africa.”, (SA016); 
“… and I suppose that’s also why it’s been quite easy for me to get promotion and move quite quickly from one level 
to the next … and doing a 2 year stint at a higher level.” (SA016). 
 
Responding: The role of the ‘new’ employer  
An acknowledgement of the role of employers included a reference to a need for acknowledging the difficulties 
faced by migrants and the positive role employers can play.  In a few instances where Australian companies 
recruited respondents as part of the migration, the support provided was interpreted as making a significant impact 
on the integration process 
“… it would certainly help a lot if companies recognise that there is that gap because I don’t think anyone 
recognises what adjustment people go through.  I’ve spoken to a lot of fellow immigrants and not only from South 
Africa, even people from the UK surprisingly … find it difficult here.”, (SA015); 
“A lot of that I must say had to do with the employer.  They helped a lot with the initial administration 
documentation, giving us guidance where to go for whatever we needed to do so their induction session was well 
structured and they gave us a lot of free time and advice to get things in place.”, (SA016); 
“… the first job I had here was for a small consulting company and the boss that I had there was an amazing guy to 
work for, he had a lot of understanding for not just the work environment … knowing that we were immigrants …” 
(SA001). 
 
Clydesdale (2011) for example is critical of the New Zealand government migrant recruitment system and points at 
the shortcoming of not acknowledging cultural similarity.  In his view the omission of the determination and 
valuation of cultural similarity between the migrant’s background and the host country undermines that market 
evaluation of human capital and sets migrants from a dissimilar culture up for failure.  
The stark reality is that despite the best intentions and efforts by the government apparatus responsible for filtering 
the human capital appears to be failing as many migrants upon arrival in the host country are finding they cannot 
apply their skills and need re-qualification to local standards.  
The International Organisation for Migration (2011) points at the need for a whole of society approach to facilitate 
migrant integration.  This refers to a national, regional or state and local government involvement and an 
involvement of non-state actors that complement government efforts.  Benefits to be derived from an integrated 
approach to the integration migrants are likely to be aimed at migrants in the first instance but will indirectly also 
assist the host society in building an awareness and indirectly adapt to the presence of migrants. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Australia is a classic example of using a skill driven and selective migration policy to fuel its continuing growth 
over the past few decades (Clydesdale 2011).  The associated opportunities of migrating to Australia include the 
progression of careers and to live and work in a progressive society.  This is particularly the case for migrants from 
emerging economies like South Africa.   
As determined by Gubhaju and de Jong (2009), the average South African migrant is also skilled through tertiary 
education, complimented by work experience; is married with dependents and by and large able to re-establish a 
career in a similar field and industry.  They see work as a tool to achieve the betterment of the family and their own 
interaction and therefore take work and work integration serious.  To this extent all respondents had earlier exposure 
to Australia prior to migrating as postulated by Dustmann (1995).  
The first feeling of South African migrants to the Australian workforce is one of uncertainty and having lost 
familiarity and understanding.  The reality of new and different protocols forms a challenge, as does the realisation 
that the expected career progression is not seamless and translates into doubt, disappointment and frustration.  To 
counteract, some are willing to accept an inferior appointment to gain local experience and start afresh in the short 
term. The loss of networks, recognition and track records is core to the inability to continue careers.  The reality of 
not knowing and being in a new and difficult environment could be argued to be, at the time, experienced as taking a 
few steps back in life. 
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Despite having to start from scratch, South African immigrants do not see any of the obstacles insurmountable as 
they perceive and believe in a high level of similarity between job environments.  The obstacles seem to harness a 
resolve to apply them and do whatever it takes to re-establish their reputation.  They tap into their extensive 
experience and expertise and soon realise that they are better positioned than local workers to relaunch their careers. 
As postulated by Godin (2008) this paper confirms that over time, the combination of resolve, skills and the re-
establishment of a network result in career progression meeting or exceeding their expectations.  The response of the 
South African migrants on various levels and with positive outcomes is arguably taking steps forward. 
While Australian employers cannot remove differences in the South African and Australian business environments, 
basic induction, support and education can accelerate the assimilation process.  It appears that South African 
migrants are aided significantly in re-launching their careers in Australia by moral support, mental support and 
contextualised training. 
The experience of South African migrants from not knowing to outperforming in the Australian labour market aligns 
with existing research.  Future research, and as intended with the larger research project, will benefit from a cross-
cultural comparison of a more heterogeneous migrant group from different countries of origin.  Likewise, an 
analysis along the lines of age, gender, marital status and language may prove interesting to tease out the importance 
of country of origin or other demographic drivers. Similarly, a comparison between labour market integration and 
social integration will shed light on the similarity, or otherwise, of these two important areas of integration for 
immigrants.  These would all require a larger dataset for analysis.  In essence and reflecting the reality of increased 
immigration trends in a globalised labour environment, the importance of understanding and enhancing the migrant 
experience remains prominent and deserves attention. 
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